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DEVICE AND METHOD FOR REMOVING A
PEELABLE SEAL

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims the priority of the following U.S.
provisional applications: No. 60/894,188, filed Mar. 9, 2007,
No. 60/915,890, filed May 3, 2007, and No. 60/946,799, filed

Jun. 28, 2007, each of which 1s incorporated herein by refer-
ence.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Laboratory analysis of chemical and biological samples 1s
a time consuming process imnvolving hundreds to thousands of
samples for a typical test. The demand for such testing for
drug development, diagnostic, analytical, and other applica-
tions have led to the development of laboratory automation
systems that aspirate, mix, dispense, read and track identities,
load and unload from low temperature storage units, among
numerous other operations, according to the specific experi-
mental and handling protocols on large numbers of samples.
Current standards include plates that contain arrays of wells
(96,1nan 8x12 array, or 384, 1na 16x24 array) that hold liquad
samples during processing and transiers between robotic
platforms. To keep the liqud solutions inside the wells, the
plates are often heat sealed with a sheet, typically made from
plastic or plastic coated aluminum foil, which 1s currently the
most cost effective and easily applied method. A typical com-
mercially available system for creating such seals 1s the
PLATELOC® Thermal Plate Sealer from Velocityll (Agi-
lent Technologies, Menlo Park, Calif.). Simple adhesive
backed sealing sheets are also available. Other sealing meth-
ods may also be used, but they tend to be more expensive, time
consuming, and only marginally more efiective, mvolving
multi-piece assemblies with cover locks, diaphragms, or
other mechanisms.

The plates are transferred, heated, centrifuged, bead
beaten, and other operations depending on the specific experi-
mental protocol. After these processes are completed, access
to the samples 1s required for testing and analysis, which 1s
commonly achieved by piercing the seal over the desired well
to aspirate the sample, or to peel off the entire seal to expose
all of the wells. Piercing of the seal may be robotically
friendly, but since resealing 1s achieved by applying a new
seal other the pierced seal, there 1s a limit to the number of
times the wells on a given plate can be accessed. After mul-
tiple piercing and resealing operations, the seal can become
too thick to pierce.

Manually peeling back the seal from the entire plate can be
time consuming since the seal sheet often tears 1into pieces
unless the pulling force 1s very uniform. It can also create
adhesive strings that cross wells, and jostle the open wells,
both of which increase the chance of cross-contamination.

The need remains for a device and method for desealing
well plates and other containers sealed with peelable seals
that exploits that economical nature of the film seals yet

permits ready access to and resealing of the plate. The present
invention 1s directed to such a need.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to the present invention, a plate or tray contain-
ing wells that are sealed with a peelable seal 1s transported via
a conveyor belt or platform along a processing path toward a
desealing station at which an adhesive surface having a width
substantially the same as or greater than the width of the seal
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1s pressed against the upper surface of the peelable seal. A
pressure surface, such as a rod or roller, applies a downward
pressure on the adhesive surface, pressing it against the seal
and keeping the plate 1n position on the conveyor as the plate
slowly moves with the conveyor. As the leading edge of the
seal passes the roller, the adhesive surface 1s rolled upward,
away {rom the plane of the seal, pulling up onthe leading edge
of the seal to separate 1t from the plate while the plate 1s held
down by the roller. The seal 1s gradually pulled away from the
plate as the plate continues to move past the station by apply-
ing a uniform pulling motion that gently removes the seal
without tearing the seal or jostling the plate. The removed seal
remains attached to the adhesive surface to be rolled up and
ultimately discarded.

In one aspect of the invention, the device for removal of a
f1lm from an object, comprises a processing surface; a collec-
tion rod disposed above the processing surface, the collection
rod having a length substantially equal to or greater than a
width of the object; an adhesive surface extending downward
along the length of the collection rod; alignment means dis-
posed on the processing surface for aligning the leading edge
of the object relative to the collection rod and the adhesive
surface; translation means for moving one of the object and
the adhesive surface relative to the other 1n a direction parallel
to a plane of the processing surface; and a mechamsm for
producing tangential upward forces at a downstream side of
the collection rod so that the adhesive surface pulls up the
leading edge and causes the film to be peeled upward away
from the object as one of the object and the collection rod 1s
moved from the leading edge of the film to a trailing edge of
the film. In an exemplary embodiment, the adhesive 1s 1n the
form of a heat activated glue strip and the device further
includes a heat source for activating the glue strip. In another
embodiment, the adhesive surface 1s an adhesive tape, and the
device includes a source roll with unused tape, a pressure
surface, a take-up reel for collecting used tape and removed
f1lm, where a tape path extends from the source roll, under the
pressure surface, under the collection rod and ends at the
take-up reel, and a driver motor to rotate the take-up reel to
pull the tape from the source roll and through the tape path.

In another aspect of the invention, a device for removal of
a film seal from one or more sealed containers comprises a
take-up rod or roller having a length substantially equal to or
greater than the width of the container or container array, an
adhesive surface extending downward along the length of the
body, a conveyor for moving the array along a conveyor path
to align the take-up rod with a leading edge of the film seal,
and a mechamsm for rotating the roller so that the take-up rod
and adhesive cause the film to be peeled upward away from
the array as the array moves past the rod.

In a first exemplary embodiment, the adhesive surface
comprises a roll of tape that 1s fed from a source roll and
collected on a take-up roll. The source roll of adhesive tape 1s
supported on a spindle or bar. The tape, which has a width
substantially equal to or greater than that of the plate, adheres
to the seal as the plate goes under a pressure roller or other
surface or means (e.g., air pressure) capable of applying a
downward force to facilitate adhesion to the upper surface of
the seal. In some embodiments, the conveyor may pause to
ensure that the adhesive has achieved good contact. As the
plate goes under a second rod or roller, e.g., a collection or
take-up rod, the tape 1s pulled upward to generate tangential
forces at the downstream side of the rod that are substantially
perpendicular to the plane of the seal. The tape 1s pulled up to
a take-up reel, which 1s rotated by a drive motor. The seal 1s
lifted along with the tape and pulled free of the plate. The
removed seals are rolled up with the tape onto the take-up
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reel, thus minimizing the risk of cross-contamination of con-
tents of the wells by inadvertent contact with the removed or
partially removed seal. The take-up reel with the used tape
will typically be discarded along with the seals once the
source roll has been exhausted and 1s replaced. The use of a
smaller diameter collection rod on the downstream side facili-
tates removal of the seal by increasing the pull angle on the
tape. The pressure roller (or other pressure surface) may be
shifted slightly downstream after the peeling has begun to
turther enhance the pull force applied by the collection rod. In
one embodiment, the collection rod may be positioned at an
angle, e.g., about 45°, relative to the leading edge of the plate
to further enhance the ability to separate the seal from the
plate by starting the peeling process at a corner of the seal. In
the preferred embodiment, the collection rod changes the
downstream tape path to an angle that 1s slightly off perpen-
dicular relative to the conveyor path, e.g., in the range o1 1° to
10°, and preferably on the order of about 2° to 3° from
perpendicular.

The rate of removal of a seal 1s determined by the rotational
speed of the take-up reel, which pulls the tape along the tape
path, around the rollers and, if any, tape guides. The speed at
which the conveyor moves the plate 1s coordinated with the
speed of the take-up reel. Operation of both motors will be
controlled by a system controller, which allows setting of the
removal rate. Considerations for selection of appropriate de-
sealing speeds include recent processing or handling of the
plates. For example, 1f the seals or plates are wet, the de-
sealing operation may be done at a slower speed to avoid
spraying droplets of liquid across the open plate. In order to
maintain consistent processing speeds during de-sealing
operations on a number of plates, the rotational speed of the
take-up reel 1s adjusted to compensate for 1ts increased diam-
cter as 1t accumulates the used tape and seals. Rotational
speed of the take-up reel and/or the source reel can also be
used by the system controller to calculate the number of seals
remaining on the source reel to determine when the roll
should be changed.

In an alternative embodiment, the present invention utilizes
the principles of a sardine can, in which a key with an adhe-
stve surface 1s attached to one end of the plastic seal and then
rotated to wind up and remove the seal. While several difier-
ent adhesives may be use 1n this embodiment, hot melt glue 1s
preferred due to 1ts adhesion properties in the presence of
solvents, frost or water. In an exemplary embodiment, a
magazine of disposable “keys”, a key a cylindrical rod with a
head for rotating the rod, 1s loaded into the device. A key 1s
pushed forward out of the bottom of the magazine, in a
manner similar to a PEZ® candy dispenser (see, e.g., U.S.
Pat. No. 2,620,061). This key 1s pushed 1nto a slot which can
rotate the head of the key. If hot melt glue 1s used, the key 1s
rotated to face a heat source to bring the glue to the melting
point. The key 1s then rotated down to face the end of the plate
with seal 1n place. The plate 1s properly positioned and then
raised to contact the glue to the seal, or the key 1s moved
downward to contact the seal. After a short delay to allow the
glue to cool, the key 1s rotated as the plate continues forward
along the conveyor, lifting upward along a tangent to the key
to gradually remove the seal by rolling it up around the
cylindrical rod, then pulling the key away from the plate. The

open plate continues on the conveyor path, past the desealing
station. The key and removed seal are discarded to a waste
receptacle and a new key loaded from the magazine 1n prepa-
ration for the next plate.
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In one embodiment, a relative height adjustment means 1s
included to vary the spacing between the key mechanism and
the conveyor mechanism to permit use of the system with
different thickness plates.

The present invention provides means for pulling the film
sheet with uniform pressure, avoiding the problems encoun-
tered when attempting to manually remove the sheet. Because
the seal can be more easily removed using the inventive
device and method, 1t can by applied more firmly to the well
plate to provide better protection against contamination or
loss of samples.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1s a perspective view ol a system constructed
according to the present invention.

FIG. 2 1s a top view of the system of FIG. 1.

FIGS. 3a-3c¢ are diagrammatic side views of a first embodi-
ment of the desealer at three different stages of the removal
process: FIG. 3a shows 1nitial contact between the tape and
the seal surface, FIG. 35 shows the seal as 1t begins to peel off
of the plate; and FIG. 3¢ shows a pressure rod moving toward
the lift roller.

FIG. 4 1s a diagrammatic top view of an embodiment of the
invention.

FIG. 51s a diagrammatic top view of an alternative embodi-
ment of the desealer with an angled tape feed.

FIG. 6 1s a diagrammatic side view of the embodiment of
FIG. 5.

FIG. 7 1s a diagrammatic side view of an alternative
embodiment of the desealer with pinch rollers.

FIG. 8 1s a diagrammatic perspective view of the embodi-
ment of FIG. 7.

FIG. 9a 1s a diagrammatic view ol a key 1n position for
attachment to the plastic seal sheet on top of a well plate.

FIGS. 95 and 9c¢ are perspective views ol alternative
embodiments of the key.

FIGS. 10a-10c¢ are diagrams showing the steps for dispens-
ing the key, activating the key adhesive and applying the key
to the plate seal sheet, respectively.

FIG. 11 1s a diagrammatic side view of the system for
automated removal of plate seals according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIG. 12 15 a side diagrammatic view of the key ejector
mechanism.

FIGS. 13a and 135 are side and top diagrammatic views,
respectively, of the conveyor for transporting the plates and
the pusher mechanism for moving the key across the plate.

FIG. 14 1s a top view of the system for removing the plate
seal.

FIGS. 15a-f diagrammatically illustrate an exemplary
steps 1n the operation of a mechanism for moving the con-
veyor to permit introduction of the plate.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EXEMPLARY
EMBODIMENT

For purposes of the present description, the direction of the
movement or relative position of the tape or the plate (or other
sealed container) will be described 1n terms of “upstream”,
meaning toward the side where the tape or plate travel begins,
and “downstream”, meaning toward the side where the tape or
plate travel terminates. The “array™ or “plate” referred to in
the following description is for 1llustration purposes only. The
present invention 1s not intended to be limited to the process-
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ing of multi-well plates or similar arrays, but may be used for
virtually any kind of container or object from which a peel-
able film 1s to be removed.

In a first embodiment of the invention shown in FIGS. 1
through 5, adhesive tape 1s employed to remove seals. A
source roll 20 of adhesive tape 1s supported on a spindle or
axle 18 above the processing surface 4 and plate conveyor 10,
which transports the plate 16 (or other sealed container) from
right to lett along processing surface 4 as 1llustrated in FIGS.
3a-3c. Inthe exemplary embodiment, conveyor 10 comprises
a motor-driven belt linked to a conveyor car 11 (shown 1n FIG.
5) that retains the plate or other object and slides across the
processing surface 4 when the conveyor motor 1s activated.
The tape 22, which has a width substantially equal to or
greater than that of the seal 40, adheres to the seal as the plate
16 passes under the pressure rod 24 on the right (upstream
side) as 1llustrated. The pressure rod or roller 24 presses the
adhesive side of the tape 22 against the upper surface of the
seal 40, as shown 1n FIG. 3a. It should be noted that while a
roller may be preferred, the function of a pressure roller can
also be performed by any surface that can apply the desired
pressure to enhance the effectiveness of the adhesive. For
example, a rod, bar or planar surface can be used. In one
embodiment, the surface can have a foam contact area to help
spread the applied pressure by conforming to the surface of
the seal.

The tape 22 follows a path under and around a second rod
or roller, also referred to herein as collection rod 28, and
upward to a take-up reel 30. Collection rod 28 should have a
smooth surface with rounded edges on its downstream side so
that the tape pulls uniformly across 1t. The collection rod 28
need not be an elongated cylinder, but may be in the form of
a flat bar or plate having a smooth, rounded surface at the
point at which the tape 22 pulls across the edge, thus serving,
the same function as arod. As the plate 16 moves forward and
the leading edge of the seal passes under the collection rod 28,
the seal 40 1s pulled upward by forces that are tangent to the
downstream or trailing side of the collection rod 28, as exem-
plified by T1, T2 and T3 1n FIG. 3a, lifting the leading edge of
the seal to gradually peel back the seal as the plate proceeds
past the collection rod 28, as illustrated in FIG. 3b. The
removed seal 40 remains adhered to the tape to be rolled up
with the tape 32 onto the take-up reel 30. Once the source roll
has been consumed, or, if appropriate, prior to complete
exhaustion of the source roll, the take-up reel 30 with the used
tape 32 can be removed from the take up spindle and dis-
carded along with the used seals. The selection of a relatively
smaller diameter for the collection rod 28 facilitates removal
of the seal 40 by increasing the pull angle on the tape. The
collection rod 28, which 1s preferably configured to rotate or
roll to ensure uniform pulling of the tape, typically has a
diameter of 2-3 mm. As an alternative to using a collection
roller, a non-rotating collection rod can be used as long as 1t
has a relatively low Iriction surface, e.g., rounded and
smooth, to avoid uneven forces across the width of the tape.
Accordingly, for purposes of the present invention, the term
“collection rod” shall include a rod, a roller, a flat surface
having a rounded edge, and any equivalent structure with the
properties necessary to allow the tape to be pulled across it
smoothly with uniform forces and without damaging the tape.

The pressure rod 24 may be mounted to allow 1t to be
shifted toward the left, 1.e., downstream, 1n the direction of
plate travel, after the peeling has begun to further enhance the
pull force applied by the collection rod 28. In one embodi-
ment, a strip of foam extending downward from a rigid sup-
port suspended above the plate path, may be used 1n place of
or 1n addition to the pressure rod 24 to mitially push the tape
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22 down onto the plate 16 at 1ts leading edge. The foam should
be rigid enough to apply pressure but suiliciently compliant to
ensure that the tape 22 1s 1n good contact with the seal 40. It
may be desirable to pause the forward motion of the plate 16,
holding it 1n the 1nitial contact position at the leading edge of
the seal for several seconds before resuming motion, to ensure
that the tape has a solid grip on the seal.

In a preferred embodiment, the collection rod 28 1s posi-
tioned at an angle, e.g., about 45° relative to the leading edge
of the plate 16, as 1llustrated 1n FIGS. 4 and 5, to facilitate
separation of the seal 40 from the plate 16 by initiating the
peeling process at a corner 42, and peeling the seal off at an
angle of about 45°. This approach avoids the need to over-
come the strength o the adhesive along the entire width of the
leading edge 38 of the seal 40 at the same time, and 1s more
representative of how the seal would be removed 1n a manual
operation. The angled collectionrod 28 causes the tape path to
change to a direction that 1s approximately perpendicular to
the original tape path as well as the direction of plate trans-
port. Another advantage of the change in tape path direction 1s
that the discarded seals accumulating on the take-up reel 30
are positioned to the side and not above the plate 16 and
conveyor 10, thus minimizing the chance that any contami-
nating liquid that remains on the bottom of the seals will drip
back into the next plate. As 1llustrated, the angle at which the
tape path 1s redirected 1s generally on the order of 90°+about
10°. More preferably, the angle will be 90°+£2-3°. In the
preferred embodiment, a sponge or absorbent material may
be 1ncorporated adjacent the collection rod 28, or near the
take up reel 30 to further avoid cross-contamination. Alterna-
tively, vacuum tubes or channels may be mounted on opposite
sides of the tape at or downstream from rod 28 in situations
where signmificant amounts of liquids could remain on the tape
or removed seal.

A drive motor 50, such as the one 1llustrated in FIGS. 4 and
5, rotates take-up spindle 52 to drive the de-sealing operation
by pulling the tape from source roll 20 and along the tape path.
To ensure that no slippage occurs and that uniform pulling
force 1s applied, the spindle 52 should have one or more
radially extending tab, ridge or spring to mate with a corre-
sponding notch 35 on the inner surface of take up reel 30.

The rate of removal of a seal from a plate 1s determined by
the rotational speed of the take-up reel 30, which pulls the
tape along the tape path, around the rollers 24 and 28 and, i1
any, tape guides. The speed at which the conveyor 10 moves
the plate 16 1s coordinated with the rotational speed of the
take-up reel 30. Operation of both the conveyor and the drive
motor 50 will be controlled by a system controller (not
shown), which allows the removal rate to be set. A typical
operating speed would be about 30 cm/second (1 foot/sec.).
Considerations for selection of appropriate de-sealing speeds
include recent processing or handling of the plates. For
example, 11 the seals or plates are wet, the de-sealing opera-
tion 1s preferably done at a slower speed to avoid splashing
droplets of liquid across the open plate. In order to maintain
consistent processing speeds during de-sealing operations on
a number of plates, the rotational speed of the take-up reel 30
can be adjusted to compensate for 1ts increased diameter as 1t
accumulates the used tape and seals. Rotational speed of the
take-up reel 30 can also be used by the system controller to
calculate the number of seals remaining on the source roll 20
to determine when the roll should be replaced.

The tape used 1n the present invention will typically be a
conventional plastic backed pressure sensitive adhesive that
1s selected to maximize adhesive strength while minimizing
its tendency to adhere to itself. The width ofthe tape should be
approximately the same as the width of the seals, but some
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slight variability may be possible as long as there 1s suificient
width to effectively lift the entire seal. The tape should be of
suificient strength, and possibly reinforced, to minimize the
risk of breakage.

In an alternate embodiment, the tape adhesive may be heat
activated, or a combination of pressure sensitive and heat
augmented. The use of heat has the advantage that the tape
will adhere to seals that might have moisture or some chemi-
cal residue, such as DMSO, on the surface. Heating can be
achieved by positioning a heat source immediately down-
stream from the pressure rod 24, or the roller itself could be
heated. It may be appropriate to briefly halt the rotation of the
take-up reel and forward movement of the conveyor to allow
the tape and adhesive to cool before applying a litting force to
the tape.

In one embodiment, the source roll and take-up reel can be
combined 1nto a disposable cartridge, somewhat like a VHS
video tape, to facilitate replacement by the user. Where the
take-up reel 1s positioned at an angle (90°+£x°) relative to the
direction of plate movement, the cartridge would be appro-
priately shaped, e.g., L-shaped, to retain the reels 1n their
desired positions. The cartridge could be made from inexpen-
stve molded plastic parts with cardboard and metal parts as
appropriate to minimize cost.

Optional window and measurement means can be included
to allow the user to determine the number of seals that the
remaining tape can remove. Alternatively, the mmstrument can
make a record of the number of seals removed to predict the
number remaining on a cartridge. This would also be usetul
for an arrangement when using separate source rolls and
take-up reels. A fresh source roll or cartridge might be put on
in the evening, for example, to ensure that the system could
run without attention through the night. The next day a par-
tially full cartridge or roll could be re-installed to use any
remaining capacity.

FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate an exemplary instrument 1 utilizing,
the principles of the present invention. Source roll 20 has a
source core 18 which fits onto source spindle 14 extending
from source flange 36. Source core 18 slides over spindle 14
to form an 1nterterence fit to provide sullicient resistance to
allow the tape 22 to be pulled from the roll 20 while keeping
the tape taut for uniform application to the seal 40. Alterna-
tively, notches 1n source core 18 can mate with tabs or springs
in spindle 18 to prevent slippage of the source roll and ensure
uniform feeding of the tape. An optional detector may be
included to monitor the amount of tape remaining on the
source roll 20 to provide a signal to a system controller
allowing 1t to determine how many more seals can be
removed using the roll. Take up reel 30, which 1s positioned at
about 87°-88° relative to the original tape path direction and
the direction of movement of the plate 16 (see, e.g., FIG. 2),
has side tlanges 31 to facilitate centering of the used tape 32
and seals and also to assist with containment of residual
materials that might remain on the removed seals and used
tape. Side flanges 31 have a concentric hub 37 with ribs 39
extending radially therefrom and a notch 35. An optional
shueld 7 1s placed over the point at which the seal 1s pulled
back to protect against cross-contamination of the newly-
opened wells and to prevent inadvertent contact with mater-
als that may remain on the bottom surface of the removed
seal.

Conveyor 10 transports the plate 16 forward (from lett to
right as 1llustrated) along conveyor surface 4, beginning at a
position below the source roll 20. As previously described,
the rate of operation of the device 1s determined by the rota-
tional speed of the take-up reel 30. The conveyor 10 1s con-
trolled simply to keep the plate 16 moving at the same speed
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as the tape. An optical detector 3 extends partially over the
conveyor surface 4 to confirm that the seal has been removed.
Typically, the optical detector will be looking for the reflec-
tivity of the tape by viewing a relatively large portion of the
area below it. High reflectivity on the plate will indicate that
some part, and possibly all, of the seal was not removed. The
controller may be programmed with a threshold for determin-
ing the level of reflectivity that would be acceptable, includ-
ing situations where a portion of the seal might remain. If an
unacceptable remnant of seal 1s detected, the system control-
ler (not shown) will generate a signal (audible or visual)
indicating that the seal removal was incomplete. The control-
ler may also, or alternatively, generate an electronic signal to
activate an attached robot for removing the plate and either
repeating the de-sealing process or placing the plate at a
station for further disposition and handling.

The tape reels, motors and conveyors are all retained within
a housing 2 that has an openable protective cover 3 to mini-
mize contamination or inadvertent contact with moving parts
within the device. The cover 3 1s shaped with a notch corre-
sponding to the conveyor path to allow plates to exit the
device without requiring the cover to be opened.

To be more robot friendly, the conveyor car 11 (which 1s
illustrated only 1 FIG. 8 but will be in other embodiments
directly underneath plate 16) can optionally be presented 1n
portrait or landscape positions at the end of 1ts travel by a
user-selectable switch 8 1n 1ts track as illustrated in FIGS. 1
and 2. This feature allows a robot to grip the plate 16 along the
long or short edges depending on the robot’s gripper orienta-
tion.

Control panel 6 includes START/STOP buttons and a dis-
play to indicate various messages such as completion/effec-
tiveness of the seal removal, amount of tape remaining, or the
number of seals that can be removed with the remaining tape,
as well as provide for input of control parameters such as seal
and plate sizes, seal removal speed, delays for adhesive set-
ting, and more. In one embodiment, rather than actually
detecting the amount of tape remaining on the source roll, the
controller can calculate the remaining tape by counting the
number of seals removed, tracking the rate of feed of the tape,
and utilizing the seal dimensions.

To ensure that fresh tape 1s always applied to the leading
edge of a plate, the instrument may monitor elapsed time (or
the fact that a new cartridge or roll has been installed). For
optimal adhesion, the drive motor will be triggered to auto-
matically advance the tape to a fresh location should too much
have time elapsed betfore the next plate 1s presented for seal
removal. A exemplary delay that would prompt this “Iresh-
ening” action would be on the order of 8 hours or more.

As 1llustrated in FIG. 6, the cartridge and motor can be
mounted on a common frame 58 which can be raised or
lowered by motor 60 relative to the conveyor 10 to enable 1t to
process plates of different heights. Conveyor 10 advances the
plate 16 to put the leading edge of the plate just below the
pressure rod 24, which 1s part of the cartridge. Various pres-
sure settings may be allowed to improve adhesion of the tape
to the seal. A delay of a few seconds can also be allowed to
permit the tape adhesive to set to improve adhesion. Then, the
take-up reel (not shown 1n this figure) and the conveyor 10 are
both operated to remove the seal 40 and continue advancing
the plate 16 to the output side, in this case, the left side of the
conveyor surface.

In one alternative embodiment, the conveyor 10 can be
climinated, with the motion provided manually by a user
sliding the plate 16 forward on the processing surface 4 under
the collection rod after first aligning the plate with guides,
¢.g., a pair of rails, that are separated by a distance slightly
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wider than the plate, located on the processing surface 4. The
manual pushing of the plate should generally be a uniform
motion that 1s consistent with the rate at which the tape-up
reel 1s rotated to advance the tape along the tape path. In a
second alternative “manual” configuration, a fixed guide or
frame can be disposed on the surface for firmly and releasably
retaining the plate. The source roll, collection rod and take-up
reel can then be mounted on a plate or frame, similar to
common frame 58, on a motor or manually powered horizon-
tal slide that allows the collection rod to be moved backward
from the leading edge to the trailing edge of the plate to peel
off the seal.

In an embodiment for use 1n larger laboratories that require
desealing operations to be run unattended overnight 1t may be
necessary to increase the capacity of tape to allow desealing
of 1000 or more plates. Simply enlarging the take up reel fails
to accomplish this because the large roll of used seals and tape
may be too soft to be driven with the consistent torque
required to perform the desealing operation.

To address this problem, a system of pinch rollers may be
included to pull the tape, while the take-up reel simply takes
up the slack, as 1n the embodiment 1llustrated in FIGS. 7 and
8. Similar to the first embodiment, a source roll 60 feeds tape
underneath pressure roller 62, which presses the sticky side of
the tape onto the seal 40 of plate 16 as 1t 1s transported by
conveyor 10. Take-up rod 63 1s preferably disposed at an
angle relative to the direction of travel so that the seal 40 1s
lifted first at one corner to facilitate removal. The tape 70 with
the removed seal 1s guided by guide roller (or rod) 65 1nto a set
of pinch rollers 68, 72 and 74. Roller 68 1s a drive roller, which
1s driven by a drive motor (not shown) to provide the pulling
force for the peeling operation. Because there 1s adhesive on
one side of the tape 70, to prevent fouling of the rollers, a
consumable paper roll 66 1s provided to feed paper 64 to
provide a backing to cover the adhesive before 1t enters the
pinch rollers. The paper backing provides an additional
advantage of absorbing any liquid that may have been leit on
the used seals. The layered waste tape 76, consisting of the
adhesive tape, removed seal and paper backing, 1s collected
on take-up reel 80. As indicated 1n the figures, the relative size
of take-up reel 80 1s larger than the paper reel 66 or sourcereel
60 because 1t 1s recerving a 3 ply tape that 1s thicker than any
of the single starting tapes. A separate drive motor (not
shown), or a linkage driven by the same drive motor that
rotates drive roller 68, 1s used to take up slack 1n the tape 76.
The rotational speed of the take-up reel 80 will be adjusted as
the diameter of the used tape 76 on the reel increases. It should
be noted that pinch rollers may be utilized on smaller volume
devices, such as the first embodiment, as well as 1n larger
capacity systems.

In an alternative embodiment of the invention, the continu-
ous rolls of adhesive are replaced by individual disposable
rollers, or “keys”, each of which 1s used to remove a single
seal. As illustrated in FIGS. 9a-9¢, each take-up key 90 has a
take-up rod 94 and a key head 96. Preferably, the rod 94 1s
cylindrical, 1.e., having a circular cross-section, to ensure
uniform pressure throughout the operation, however, other
shapes may also be used. A strip of adhesive 92 extends along
the length of rod 94. While several different adhesives can be
made to work, hot melt glue 1s superior in many cases since 1t
has better adhesion properties 1n the presence of solvents,
trost, or water. Adhesive strip 92 1s pressed against the seal 40,
and once the adhesive has set suificiently, the key 90 1s rolled
towards the trailing edge of plate 16, e.g., clockwise as 1llus-
trated 1n FI1G. 9q, as the plate advances to remove the seal in
a manner similar to opening a sardine can. A gripping means
tfor rotating the key 1s provided 1n the form of a tab 98 (FIG.
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9b), a square head 96 (FIG. 9¢) or other configuration that
allows control of the key rotation. This gripping means 1s
mampulated by an automated rotating mechanism which will
be described in more detailed below.

As shown 1n FIG. 10qa, an automated dispenser 100 holds a
plurality of keys 90 1n a magazine 102 of disposable keys. A
key 90 1s pushed forward by key pusher 106 out of an opening
104 1 the bottom of the key magazine 102, so that the dis-
penser functions much like a PEZ® candy dispenser. Key
pusher 106 1s driven by motor 130, shown in FIG. 14. The
head of the key 90 1s pushed into a corresponding slot 108 in
a key rotator. As illustrated, the key heads are rectangular 1n
shape, fitting 1nto a rectangular slot 1n key roller 110, how-
ever, the only requirement is that there be some means for
controlling the amount and direction of rotation of the key.
The key rotator 110 1s supported within an arcuate rotation
channel 112 and driven by a belt connected to a motor 122

(shown 1n FIGS. 11 and 14). The drive motor 122 1s activated

and the key 1s rotated until stop tab 114 contacts rotation stop
116, which causes the glue strip 92 to be exposed to a heat
source 120, shown 1n FIG. 105, to bring the glue to its melting
point. The key 90 1s then rotated so that the glue strip 92 1s
facing. The plate 16 1s aligned with the glue strip 92 and then
placed 1n contact with the glue 92, as shown 1n FIG. 10c.

As 1llustrated 1n FIG. 11, the plate 16 i1s transported on a
conveyor 118 (driven by motor 128) that has a pivot 124 at one
end, which allows the conveyor to be tilted up or down to
bring the plate 16 into or out of contact with the key 90.
Normally, the conveyor 118 will be biased upward by a spring
(shown 1n FIGS. 15a-f). Atter the seal on the plate 16 has been
brought 1nto contact with the glue strip, and a short delay to
allow the adhesive to cool, the key rotator 110, driven by a belt
or other linkage to motor 122, rotates the key 90 while the
plate 16 advances, so that the seal 1s gradually and uniformly
peeled away from the plate 16. After the trailing edge of the
plate has moved pastthe key 90, the key with the removed seal
1s ejected and dropped into a waste bucket 109 positioned
below the assembly. A new key 1s drops from the key maga-
zine 102 and 1s loaded 1nto the key rotator 110 1n preparation
for the next cycle.

FIG. 12 illustrates an exemplary mechanism for ejecting
the used keys. Once the seal has been rolled up onto the used
key 90u, the key rotator 110 1s rotated so that slot 108 1s
oriented downward. Key pusher 106 1s pulled back away from
the dispensing position so that ejector trigger 140 cams
against the lower section of arm 134. As the lower section of
arm 134 1s pushed back, the arm 134 pivots at ejector pivot
136 to cause the upper section of arm 134 to move downward,
driving down key ejector 138. The lower end of key ejector
138 forces the head of used key 90« out of slot 108 so that the
used key falls into waste receptacle 109. A spring tab 132
prevents the used key 90« from sliding back into a loading
chute at the bottom of magazine 102.

FIGS. 13a and 135 illustrate the mechanism for forcing the
conveyor 118 downward after the seal has been removed to
allow removable of the plate 16. The conveyor 118 1s nor-
mally biased upward by a spring, so the spring bias must be
overcome when the plate has been de-sealed. The key rotator
110 1s rotated in reverse so that a pivot trigger 144 1s placed 1n
contact with and forced against conveyor pivot pin 146. The
pivot pin 146 1s rigidly attached to a frame or other structure
on the side of conveyor 118, so that the downward force onthe
pin 146 forces the entire conveyor to pivot on conveyor pivot
124. This increases the spacing between the conveyor and the
de-sealing components, allowing the plate 16 to be more
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readily accessed and moved without mnadvertent tipping or
contact with the components of the desealer that would be
located above the plate.

FIGS. 15a-15f 1llustrate one exemplary means for achiev-
ing the relative movement between the conveyor and the
de-sealing components. FIG. 154 shows the starting position
at which the plate 16 1s placed on conveyor 118 at a location
that 1s close to the conveyor pivot 124. Arm 126 1s biased by
spring 132 to a position such that conveyor 118 1s level (not
pwvoted). FIGS. 15b-¢ 1llustrate the conveyor 118 1n the p1v-
oted position during various steps of the process to position
the plate 1n preparation for de-sealing. In FI1G. 155, a tab 144
extending from key rotator 110, when rotated clockwise (in
reverse), cams against a spring-loaded arm 126 which in turn
applies a downward force against the conveyor mechanism
118, causing it to t1lt around the conveyor pivot 124. The
upper end of arm 126 1s slidably connected via pin 150 to the
roller guide 112. At approximately the 5 o’clock position, tab
144 contacts the upper right corner of arm 126, applying a
downward force to conveyor 118 and causing the arm 126 to
slide to the lowest extent of roller guide 112. FI1G. 15¢ shows
continued clockwise rotations of key rotator 110, positioning
tab 144 at approximately 7 o’clock, which forces arm 126 to
the lett (as illustrated), and brings the key rotator 110 and
roller guide mto alignment. Once the plate 16 reaches the
de-sealing position, the direction of rotation of key rotator
110 reverts to counterclockwise, rotating within the roller
guide 112, so that tab 144 catches the forward edge of arm
126, as shown 1n FIG. 15d. Continued counterclockwise rota-
tion causes the arm to slide within the roller guide, so that the
arm 1s forced backward (to the right as illustrated) and the
upper end of the arm 126 moves toward the highest extent of
the roller guide 112, asillustrated 1n FIG. 15¢e. In FI1G. 15/, pin
150 has slid fully toward the highest extent on roller guide
112, which relaxes the pressure overcoming the bias of spring
132, allowing conveyor 118 to return to its normal horizontal.
At this point of the rotation of the key rotator 110, the glue
strip 92 on key 90 has been oriented to contact the leading
edge ofthe seal. The plate 16 1s translated by the conveyor 118
from left to right, as 1llustrated, while the key 1s rotated to peel
the seal away from the plate, as previously described.

In one embodiment, the system 1s adapted to accommodate
thin and thick plates, the thinnest being 10 mm and deep well
plates being about 45 mm. In order to provide this capability,
a relative height adjustment means 1s included to vary the
spacing between the key mechanism and the conveyor
mechanism. Itmay be practical to keep a spacer blockin place
for the thinner plates and remove 1t for the tall ones. Prefer-
ably, the entire range could be covered with only a single
spacer block.

The motion sequence may be controlled by a PIC micro-
controller, although a simple relay-controlled sequence may
also be appropriate. The system should preferably operate by
simply loading a plate and pressing “start”. A display 1s not
required, however two or three indicator lamps would be
usetul to indicate normal operation.

The foregoing description has been addressed to the
removable of a peelable seal from a typical multi-well plate
which 1s used for compound synthesis and storage 1n chemi-
cal and biological applications. This 1s provided as an 1llus-
trative example only since the present invention 1s equally
usetul for removal of peelable seals from virtually any type of
container that 1s has a construction that can tolerate the con-
ditions required to apply an adhesive to the upper surface of
the seal with a suilicient strength to separate the seal from the
container when the adhesive 1s pulled upward. For example,
the invention may be used for removal of seals from other
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arrays of containers, clinical tests kits, or even individual vials
that are retained within a tray or support rack. The invention
can be used for opening food containers or other packaging as
well. Generally, the inventive method and device can be used
open nearly all packages or containers that have a seal that can
be removed by a peeling action, with the possible exception of
containers that are crushable or too tlexible to allow applica-
tion of the adhesive without damaging the container.

The mvention may also be useful in removing dried paints
or {ilms from surfaces where more abrasive techniques could
damage the surface below.

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that various
modifications and variations may be made 1n the system and
devices of the present invention without departing from the
spirit and scope of the invention. Thus, 1t 1s intended that the
present invention encompass all such modifications and
variations to the extent that they fall within the scope of the
appended claims and their equivalents.

The invention claimed 1s:

1. A device for removal of a film seal from an array of
containers containing a plurality of liquid samples, compris-
ng:

a processing surface;

a collection rod disposed above the processing surface, the
collection rod having a length substantially equal to or
greater than a width of the film seal, the collection rod
adapted to apply a downward force against an upper
surface of the array of containers and the film seal;

an adhesive surface having a width approximately equal to
the width of the film seal extending downward along the
length of the collection rod, wherein the downward force
presses the adhesive surface against the film seal and the
upper surface of the array of containers;

translation means for moving one of the array of containers
and the adhesive surface relative to the other along a
translation path 1n a direction parallel to a plane of the
processing surface; and

a mechanism adapted to produce tangential upward forces
at a downstream side of the collection rod so that the
adhes1ve surface pulls up a leading edge of the film seal
and causes the film seal to be peeled upward away from
the array of containers as one of the array of containers
and the adhesive surface moves along the translation
path, wherein the collection rod 1s oriented at an angle of
about 45 degrees relative to each of the translation path
and a leading edge of the array of containers to begin
peeling the film seal at a single corner of the leading edge
of the film seal, wherein the translation means causes the
collection rod to be moved from the leading edge of the
f1lm seal to a trailing edge of the film seal while the film
seal 1s peeled from the array of containers.

2. The device of claim 1, wherein the adhesive surface
comprises a heat activated glue strip and the device further
comprises a heat source for activating the glue strip.

3. The device of claim 1, wherein the adhesive surface
comprises an adhesive tape having a tape width approxi-
mately the same as a width of the film seal, and further
comprising:

a source roll comprising unused tape;

a pressure surface;

a take-up spindle;

a take-up reel for collecting used tape and removed film
seals, wherein a first tape path extends from the source
roll, under the pressure surface and ends at the collection
rod, and a second tape path begins at the collection rod
and ends at the take-up reel, wherein the take-up reel
comprises a cylinder having a length substantially the
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same as the tape width, the cylinder adapted to be releas-
ably disposed on the take-up spindle, and a side flange
disposed on each end of the cylinder, the side flanges
adapted for at least partially containing residual liquid
on the removed film seal; and

a driver motor to rotate the take-up spindle and take-up reel
to pull the tape from the source roll and through the first
and second tape paths.

4. The device of claim 3, wherein the second tape path 1s

90°x£10° relative to the first tape path.

5. The device of claim 4, wherein the second tape path 1s
8'7°-88° relative to the first tape path.

6. The device of claim 3, wherein the translation means
comprises a conveyor and further comprising a conveyor car
for supporting the array of containers and aligning the leading
edge of the array of containers relative to the collection rod
and the adhesive surface.

7. The device of claim 6, further comprising a switch for
selecting orientation of the conveyor car and the array of
containers supported thereon at the end of the conveyor car’s
travel on the processing surface.

8. The device of claim 3, further comprising a controller for
controlling rotational speed of the take-up reel and coordinat-
ing a speed of the translation means with the rotational speed
of the take-up reel.

9. The device of claim 8, wherein the rotational speed of the
take-up reel 1s adjusted as the used tape 1s accumulated on the
take-up reel.

10. The device of claim 1, wherein the adhesive surtace
comprises an adhesive tape having a tape width approxi-
mately the same as a width of the film seal, and further
comprising;

a source roll comprising unused tape;

a pressure surface;

a take-up reel for collecting used tape and removed film,
wherein the take-up reel comprises a cylinder having a
length approximately the same as the tape width, and
wherein a tape path extends from the source roll, under
the pressure surface, under the collection rod and ends at
the take-up reel;

a set of pinch rollers including a drive roller for pulling the
tape from the source roll and through the tape path.

11. The device of claim 10, further comprising a paper roll
for dispensing a roll of paper backing tape, wherein the paper
backing tape 1s fed into the pinch roller with the adhesive tape.

12. The device of claim 10, wherein the tape path changes
direction at the collection rod so that the tape path down-
stream of the collection rod 1s 90°+£10° relative to the tape
path upstream of the collection rod.

13. The device of claim 1, further comprises a sensor dis-
posed over the processing surface downstream from the col-
lection rod for detecting a residual film on the array of con-
tainers and generating a signal 1n response to detection of the
residual film.

14. The device of claim 1, wherein the collection rod com-
prises a disposable key adapted for removing a single film
seal, the key having a strip of adhesive extending along a
length of the key, and wherein the mechanism for generating
upward tangential forces comprises a key roller that recerves
the key, rotates the key to contact the adhesive strip to a
leading edge of the film seal and rotates the key to roll the film
seal around the length of the key as the translation means
transports one of the array of containers and the adhesive
surface relative to the other along the translation path.

15. The device of claim 14, wherein the adhesive strip
comprises a heat activated glue, and further comprising a heat
source for activating the glue.
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16. The device of claim 1, further comprising a shield
disposed above the collection rod, the shield adapted to pre-
vent cross-contamination of liquid samples within the array
ol containers.

17. A device for removal of a film from a plate containing
a plurality of liquid samples 1n discrete wells, comprising:

a processing surface;

an adhesive tape having a tape width approximately equal
to a width of the film and an adhesive surface extending
downward along a first tape path, wherein the first tape
path begins at a source roll;

a conveyor for moving the plate across the processing
surface beneath the first tape path;

a pressure surface disposed within the first tape path for
applying a downward pressure on the tape and the film
on the plate as the plate moves beneath the first tape path;

a collection rod disposed within the first tape path down-
stream from the pressure surface, the collection rod hav-
ing a length approximately equal to or greater than a
width of the plate and being oriented at an angle of about
45 degrees relative to the first tape path and a leading
edge of the plate to begin peeling the film at a single
corner of a leading edge of the film;

a take-up reel disposed at an end of a second tape path
non-parallel to the first tape path for collecting used tape
and removed film, the take-up reel comprising a cylinder
having a length approximately the same as the tape
width and a side flange disposed at each end of the
cylinder; and

a driver motor to rotate the take-up reel to pull the tape from
the source roll and along the first and second tape paths.

18. The device of claim 17, further comprising a sensor
disposed over the processing surface downstream from the
collection rod for detecting a residual film on the plate and
generating a signal 1n response to detection of the residual
{1lm.

19. The device of claim 17, wherein the second tape path 1s
90°£3° relative to the first tape path.

20. The take-up reel of claim 17, wherein the first tape path
1s at an angle of 87°-88° relative to the first tape path.

21. The device of claim 17, wherein the conveyor com-
prises a conveyor car for supporting the plate and aligning the
leading edge of the plate relative to the pressure surface and
the collection rod.

22. The device of claim 21, further comprising a switch for
selecting orientation of the conveyor car and the plate sup-
ported thereon at the end of the conveyor car’s travel on the
processing surface.

23. The device of claim 17, further comprising a controller
for controlling rotational speed of the take-up reel and coor-
dinating a speed of the conveyor with a the rotational speed of
the take-up reel.

24. The device of claim 23, wherein the rotational speed of
the take-up reel 1s adjusted as the used tape 1s accumulated on
the take-up reel.

25. The device of claim 17, further comprising;:

a set of pinch rollers including a drive roller for pulling the

tape from the source roll and through the tape path.

26. The device of claim 235, further comprising a paper roll
for dispensing a roll of paper backing tape, wherein the paper
backing tape 1s fed into the pinch roller with the adhesive tape.

27. The device of claim 17, further comprising a shield
disposed above the collection rod, the shield adapted to pre-
vent cross-contamination of liquid samples within the dis-
crete wells.
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